The. Ancient Worlds of Asia
Above them are genii throwing flowers. These two statues are thought to have been carved between the second and the fourth centuries A.D. Betwe.en the Maitreya's legs, galleries cut out of the rock lead to vast grottoes with dome-shaped roofs, whose fillets and pilasters, imitating a lost method of construction in wood, are of the greatest archaeological interest. There are many grottoes and caves alt .over the cliff face. These, too, had recesses for other Buddhas of various sizes, but they are all now empty. The grottoes, used as shrines or meeting-places for viharas (monks), were doubtless decorated originally like those of the basins of Tarim and Tun-huang on the western frontier of Kansu which we will now visit.
The road past the cols of the Hindu-Kush and the Pamir mountains reaches a basin of gigantic size, shut in on all sides by high mountains, in the north the Tien-Shan chain, in the south-east the Kara-Korum and in the south the Kun-Lun. This is the Tarim basin, and it takes its name from the main river rising in the Pamir and fed for many months of the year by tributaries from the high valleys in the north and the south. As in Iran, these mountain valleys and their outlets make fertile oases, whilst the inner basin remains a desert of sand and salt. There have always been two important routes through this area: the northerly one along the slopes of the Tien-Shan, the southerly one along the last foothills of the Kara-Korum and the Kun-Lun. They were used for trade between China, Persia, India, Asia Minor and Europe. Two arms of this silk route linked the Han Empire and the Roman Empire. It was along these routes that Buddhism spread from India to China, and with it Buddhist art. Along the thousand or so miles from Kashgar to the Chinese province of Kansu there are, or there were, many oases. Some of these were staging-places and also Buddhist religious centres. There, in the soft walls of the loess cliffs at the end of the valleys, were dug; at varying heights, thousands of caves and grottoes, most of which were painted inside. Griinwedel and von Lecoq removed a number of these mural paintings and sent them to the Museum of Ethnology in Berlin. They illustrate scenes and legends in the lives of the Buddha and Buddhist saints. We see also the
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